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Working together: Bipartisan action for extreme climatic events 

 

In terms of responding to extreme climatic events, the National Policy Advisory Group 

(NPAG) must consider that those who are involved in emergency planning, action, and 

resolution after crisis will invariably be from diverse backgrounds and with that, different 

political party affiliations. One major concern regarding how individuals or groups respond to 

extreme climatic events is that depending on political party (i.e., Democrat or Republican), these 

people are likely to have divergent beliefs regarding the underlying causes of these extreme 

events, what action(s) the government should take, and what the extent of science-policy 

dialogue should look like. To that end, this briefing is recommending that NPAG seek to 

maximize the overlap of these two political parties and use their commonalities to achieve 

creative solutions in addressing extreme climatic events. 

 

Understanding divergent political beliefs 

When it comes to interventions or policy to address extreme climatic events, these can 

happen at any or all phases of the event: before (as emergency preparedness), during (emergency 

and crisis relief), or after (recovery, development, and risk mitigation). The potential discord 

comes into play when considering what is the underlying cause of the extreme climatic event; 

that is, why did it happen in the first place? Here, differing political beliefs respond with very 

different answers and thus creates some challenge in responding to the event itself, though this 

brief argues that coming to a consensus regarding underlying causes is not necessary to move 

forward with bipartisan action; all individuals are impacted when an extreme climatic event 

occurs, whether they agree that it is due to global climate change or not. The critical overlap 

comes not from agreement on causes, but rather accord on action moving forward. 
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Democrats (liberal) are generalized as believing in climate change science (Balk, 2017; 

Mildenberger et al., 2017; Roberts, 2017) and are more likely to connect extreme weather events 

such as drought, flooding, or hurricanes to underlying climate change. As the frequency and 

intensity of extreme climate events has increased, seemingly a corresponding increase in concern 

from the Democratic party regarding interventions to protect citizens and support environmental 

policy has occurred. The concern around climate change and belief that climate change is real 

also increases with level of post-secondary education, within the Democratic party (Quealy, 

2017). 

Interesting, this trend is reversed with Republicans (conservatives), who have a 

corresponding decrease in belief in climate change science as post-secondary education level 

increases (Quealy, 2017). In spite of extreme climate events occurring, Republicans are not as 

likely to connect these events to underlying climate change science, and top priority continues to 

be placed on freedom from government regulation. Within the conservative group, a subset of 

extreme right-wing and/or nationalist groups seem to actively undermine climate change science 

and have taken strides such as creating biased advertising, lobbying elected officials, and 

publishing climate change denial pieces to foster climate change skepticism or denial (Worland, 

2017). Organizations such as the State Policy Network or the Donor Capital Fund are part of this 

sector, and 90% of papers with climate change skepticism currently originate from similar 

right-wing think tanks (Xifra, 2016). Norton (2016) points to Donald Trump as an illustration of 

how the nationalist movement connects to climate change skepticism or denial, as his own stance 

on the issue appears to have shifted dramatically - as a supporter of combating climate change in 

2009 to his current denial of climate change less than ten years later.  

Although perhaps intuitive, it should be explicitly stated that not all Democrats fit the 

generalizations stated above, nor do all Republicans fit the stereotypes of their party. Recent 

research shows that opinions within the Republican party regarding climate change science are 

more diverse than what is perhaps reported on by political leaders or in the media (Ozaksut, 

2017); this variance may be most marked between party members and party elite, where the 

former are more likely to stray from the climate change doubt associated with Republicans. It 

also bears importance to note that Democrats, while largely supporting climate change action, 

749CQB1 - Page 2 



lack formal plans and policy recommendations and are thus often considered unprepared or 

underprepared for addressing both extreme climate events and climate change policy (Meyer, 

2017; Roberts, 2017). The fact that neither party is “perfect” should not be of concern, but rather 

present an opportunity to NPAG to create middle ground where commonalities exist. 

 

Why seek commonalities? 

NPAG is seeking input regarding extreme climatic events, which individuals will in 

varying degrees attribute to climate change. It is this issue of climate change - both its 

importance and its causes - that creates controversy (Yearley, 2008). That being said, in 

responding to extreme climatic events, all individuals (regardless of political party affiliation) are 

impacted, and one’s beliefs on the underlying causes are almost a moot point in the face of crisis. 

Seeking commonalities is critical in order to develop and implement policy that will support all 

individuals who may be impacted by extreme climate events. Further, creating evidence-based 

policy that is influenced by science, evidence, and statistical activities is crucial (Bipartisan 

Policy Centre, 2018) and finding a common language with which to engage diverse sectors as 

well as the diversity within government will be a top priority. The variation within the political 

parties in terms of individual beliefs and opinions creates space for overlap between Republicans 

and Democrats, and in the current absence of a formal plan, there is the opportunity to seek 

bipartisan policy-making for increased effectiveness and influence (Volden & Wiseman, 2016). 

 

What is the overlap? 

The overlap that exists is where bipartisan action occurs. Bipartisan action involves two 

opposing political parties (e.g., Republican and Democrat) cooperating to create common action 

or policy. Finding that common ground involves negotiation, effective communication, and 

compromise. Though that may sound daunting (or even idealistic), uncommon alliances have 

been successful in the past. One such example is in the creation of the “cap-and-trade” strategy 

achieved by the Environmental Defense Fund and high-wealth, right-wing conservatives 

(Conniff, 2009). Not only was cap-and-trade system implemented, but had positive 

environmental effects as well.  
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Currently, the Climate Solutions Caucus in the United States House of Representatives 

represents a promising example of bipartisan action working towards addressing the impacts, 

causes, and challenges of climate change. The caucus’ mission is “to educate members on 

economically-viable options to reduce climate risk and to explore bipartisan policy options that 

address the impacts, causes, and challenges of our changing climate" (Rodriguez, 2017) and was 

formed jointly by two congressmen: Carlos Curbelo (Republican) and Ted Deutch (Democrat) in 

2016. Given that membership will always be equal between the two political parties, the caucus 

represents a promising opportunity for diverse dialogue on climate change with the potential to 

create common policy that all can rally around. It is likely that this caucus will have diversity of 

opinions around the causes of extreme weather events, reflecting the range of personal 

perspectives that occur within the two political parties (particularly when outside the most 

prominent VIP level, where views appear to be more extreme and polarizing (Ozaksut, 2017)).  

 

What are next steps? 

This briefing makes four specific recommendations to NPAG moving forward. First, seek 

bipartisan policy for responding to extreme climatic events. Bipartisan agreements have the 

potential to have greater impact and efficacy (Volden & Wiseman, 2016), and may have more 

success at buy-in for action when dealing with controversial topics such as climate change. The 

Climate Solutions Caucus is the most prominent example of bipartisan action currently underway 

in the United States working towards climate change solutions. Groups such as these can tackle 

the much-needed policy creation for responding to extreme climatic events, whether in terms of 

emergency preparedness, crisis response, or recovery and risk mitigation. 

Secondly, further research is needed outside of the United States with cross-national 

studies (Borick & Rabe, 2017). Understanding how individuals in different countries interpret 

weather patterns in their environment over time, extreme climatic events, and climate change 

science may illuminate how public opinion is formed. Deeper investigation in terms of 

correlating one’s understanding of extreme climatic events to climate change on the personal 

level would be useful in terms of highlighting how individuals (outside the context of their 

political party) come to know and understand climate change. 
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Thirdly, within the education system, there is a clear need to integrate meaningful 

education from a young age regarding climate change science. As early as Kindergarten or Grade 

1, students begin to understand weather and weather patterns, and thus there presents an 

opportunity to create scientific literacy surrounding weather, our interpretations of weather, 

climate and climate change. The divergence that occurs in adults when believing (or not) in 

climate change science is particularly interesting in that higher education levels does not 

necessarily correspond to higher belief in climate change science; the splitting in opposite 

directions between Republicans and Democrats is something that could perhaps be mitigated if 

education occurred earlier and was not influenced by political beliefs simultaneously (this is 

hypothesizing - because this is a new area for K-12 curriculum, longitudinal studies regarding 

impact of climate change education and corresponding impact on students’ attitudes and beliefs 

as adults has not yet been explored). 

Finally, increased media literacy is needed starting from a very young age (perhaps as 

part of the education goals stated above). Similar to the trend reported by Quealy (2017) where 

increased education levels resulted in a widening divergence regarding how Republicans and 

Democrats interpret climate change, so too does this same divide occur for trust and confidence 

in mass media. For Republicans, as education levels increase their trust in media decreases, and 

for Democrats it increases. This is perhaps especially interesting as the bulk of the climate 

change denial movement outside of the United States is generated by strategic messaging from 

right-wing think tanks (Xifra, 2016), many of whom conceal their sources of funding and biased 

interests. If we are to be a critical society and look to unearth the stories behind the headlines we 

are presented with in the media, we should also think critically about these biased articles and 

websites that influence the general public as well as policymakers. 

By focusing on bipartisan action, conducting further studies and finding positive models 

outside of the United States, and reforming education to address both climate change and critical 

thinking with media consumption, NPAG can mitigate the polarizing conflict that can occur 

between the Democratic and Republican parties and find a common ground for these two 

political groups to convene on to create solutions to address responses to extreme climatic 

749CQB1 - Page 5 



events. Currently, the Climate Solutions Caucus is such an initiative, and further bipartisan 

action will support moving forward. 
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